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Between Tradition and Change: The Hermeneutics of May 
Fourth Literature, By Mao Chen. Lanham: University Press of 
America, 1997. xx, 150 pp. US$34.50 (cloth) ISBN 0-7618- 
0576-1.
In Trad/Y/or? and C7?ange, Mao Ghen re-examines
the May Fourth period with the assumption that this is a 
controversial moment in Chinese cultural history. Chen takes a 
hermeneutical and heavily theoretical approach to May Fourth 
literature. She situates May Fourth literature at the crossroads 
between tradition and change, past and present, and the older 
“horizon of presuppositions” and the new “horizon of 
expectations.” With these two “horizons,” Chen refers to the 
opposition between a literature which reinforces traditional moral 
imperatives and a literature which addresses an open-ended 
future and calls for cultural transformation and individual reader 
response. Chen's discussion of reader-response and the role of 
the reader during the May Fourth period is one of the more 
interesting aspects of her work. Chen believes that one of the 
most important developments during this period is the creation 
of a new kind of reader. Traditionally, the role of writer was linked 
to that of critic and was thought to work in opposition to the role 
of reader. However, May Fourth literature asks readers to don 
new roles, ones which make readers moral interpreters of 
literature and culture. Chen suggests that the center of the 
cultural transformation effected by May Fourth texts is this new 
type of reader.
Before I address some of the issues that 
this book raises (and failed to raise), allow me 
to explain my own perspective. I view literary 
and feminist theory as a tool for illuminating 
texts and seeing them from different angles. 
Thus, even at my most theoretical, I tend to be 
textually oriented. Because of this 
perspective, I had difficulty with Chen*s theory- 
heavy approach, which is not adequately 
grounded in concrete literary examples. Little 
of her work makes substantive reference to 
May Fourth texts.
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In her discussion of theoretical issues, Chen positions 
herself in opposition to other scholars such as Lin Yusheng and 
the Czech school. She disagrees with May Fourth scholars who 
discuss the transformation of modern Chinese literature solely in 
terms of the influence of Western literary theory. Instead, she 
believes that the antecedents of May Fourth literature include 
both the Chinese literary tradition and literature introduced from 
the West in the twentieth century. Indeed, Chen allocates a large 
portion of her work to theoretical comparisons. She discusses 
the nature of literary narratives East and West, the similarity 
between the “Western concept of process” and the “Eastern 
belief in wholeness” （38)， and Ibsenism as interpreted by 
George Bernard Shaw and Hu Shi. Some of Chen’s 
comparisons are far-fetched or not textually supported, but in 
general she tries to strike a balance between attributing May 
Fourth literature to native tendencies and attributing it wholly to 
Western influence. In addition, she attempts both to look at 
literature in a historical context and not to reduce literature to 
history, as she claims Lin Yusheng does.
In the course of her deliberations on theory, Chen spends 
a great deal of time discussing the nature of history and 
debating its objective/subjective nature. After reiterating many of 
the arguments already discussed in postmodern works, she 
reaches the conclusion that history is necessarily somewhat 
subjective and flavored by present-day concerns. Thus, she 
says, all historians bring their own perspectives to their work. 
After reaching this conclusion, however, Chen does not take the 
obvious next step, which is to situate herself and her work for 
her readers. With her admission of the subjective nature of her 
field (along with all other fields), I would have appreciated an 
explanation of the perspective and concerns which may have 
affected Chen's own work. Locating the writer is a task which is 
essential to the understanding of any study, so that we do not 
“ take the finger pointing at the moon for the moon itself” （Trinh 
1989: 61).
For the literary portion of her study, Chen chooses to focus 
her analysis on the works of Hu Shi, Lu Xun, and Mao Dun. She 
reads these literary figures as interpreters of three distinct 
moments within the May Fourth period. Hu Shi and his Ibsenism 
represent the optimism and progressive attitudes of the early
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May Fourth period. He gives expression to growing anti- 
Confucianism, and his works show the emergence of ''Chinese 
feminism，” a claim that 丨 will discuss below. The literature of Lu 
Xun, in contrast, contains a high degree of literary 
experimentation, which is typical of the new period. His works 
are a sign that Chinese literature has entered its modern phase 
and self-consciously reveal that May Fourth writers saw 
themselves and their period in a new way. The third moment is 
embodied in the writings of Mao Dun. Mao Dun addresses the 
new reader with a combination of social progressivism and 
ideological appeal.
I am skeptical about the necessity of yet another study of 
this period's three most-studied figures. The May Fourth period 
embraces many relatively unknown authors and non-canonical 
works which could be the subjects of new and enlightening 
studies. In addition， I remain unconvinced that Chen’s study 
sheds new light on these major canonical figures. With major 
critical works already discussing Hu Shi, Lu Xun, and Mao Dun 
in depth, I would like to urge future scholars of this period to turn 
their attention to relatively unexplored texts and perhaps to 
address issues of May Fourth canon formation.
Along with Chen’s concentration on canonical works and 
authors comes a rather weak and unconvincing approach to 
issues related to gender. In her Preface, Chen states that the 
May Fourth period "includes short story writers and novelists 
such as Lu Xun， Mao Dun … and woman writers such as Ding 
Ling, Bing Xing [sic] . . .n (viii). Although Chen may simply be 
avoiding confusion due to the ambiguous gender of many 
Chinese names, the creation of two separate categories, one for 
“short story writers and novelists” and one for “woman writers，” is 
quite problematic. In addition, Chen is inconsistent in her use of 
pronouns; she alternates between “s/he” and “he” in a seemingly 
arbitrary manner.
Although Chen’s work does not center around gender 
issues, she repeatedly refers to “Chinese feminism” and even 
“proto Chinese feminism” without defining what these terms 
might mean. Her discussion of Hu Shi seems to equate 
“Chinese fem inism ” to Hu Shi’s Ibsenism and to anti- 
Confucianism in general. She admits that (tHu S h i^  own 
discussion of Ibsen’s plays is not specifically feminist. Even his
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reference to plays with overtly feminist meanings are [s/c] not 
couched in feminist terms" (94). However, since the anti- 
Confucian tendencies of his Ibsenism are similar to the anti- 
Confucian tendencies of “Chinese feminism，” Chen claims that 
"at least in principle, Hu Shir [sic] agrees with feminism when he 
argues that social reform cannot be achieved apart from the 
liberation of mankind [s/c]” （94). I find this to be a vague and 
unconvincing argument and would like Chen to elaborate her 
concept of Chinese feminism and its supporters in this time 
period, perhaps even providing some textual examples.
In conclusion, I would like to briefly note that Chen's book 
would be enriched by the inclusion of Chinese characters and an 
index (as well as an edition without so many typographical and 
printing errors!). For readers interested in a comparative, theory- 
heavy study of canonical May Fourth literature, Chen^ book 
may well be worth investigating. Her treatment of May Fourth 
literature as being process-oriented and a site for the fusion of 
the writer and the reader could be a starting point for future 
studies. I hope that such studies will pay closer attention to non- 
canonical texts, develop new perspectives from which to 
investigate chosen works, and steer clear of tenuous 
comparisons and other pitfalls.
Sarah E. STEVENS
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